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12 Streams 2020 #3 - Celebrating NSFnet, both coming and going! 

Part 2 Internet Independence Day – April 30 2020   

 

Daniel Berninger   

Thank you for joining us for the 25th anniversary of the commercial Internet. We have with us 

today six experts that were essentially there for most of that part. I don't want to date anybody, 

but we're all, essentially, gray hairs at this point. We held this effort, this celebration back in 2015. 

So, today, we're going to sort of talk about, compare and contrast our 2015 celebration, and try to 

capture some lessons learn from the whole 25 years, and develop what maybe could be helpful 

going forward. For a starting point we wanted to raise awareness about the moment of the 

commercialization of the Internet, and on April 30 1995, what we're calling Internet Independence 

Day. Netscape went public three months later, and that's kind of what most people think as sort of 

the launch of the Internet. But three months before that, the NSFNET backbone was 

decommissioned, and the commercial Internet was on its way. I also want to mention John Perry 

Barlow, who was around at the time in 2015. He's not with us, at this point, to celebrate the 25th 

anniversary, and he was, of course, a an important figure in the development of the Internet. I 

posted a video I did of him around 2015 where he can kind of speak for himself, at this point, and 

you can find that at danielberninger.com/barlow. Tom, do you want to just get us started, and just 

sort of give us some of your ideas, a little bit of bit about your background, and what you're seeing 

today? 

 

Esther Dyson   
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And go off mute. Tom, go off mute. 

 

Tom Evslin   

I was just going to say how comfortable we've all become with zoom. Thank you, Esther. 

 

It at least tells you when you're talking on mute. I should mention, for those that are Asperger 

enabled, Zoom's a great thing because, in a real meeting, people's names aren't below them, and 

so you never can use people's names because you're forgetting them when you're talking to them. 

So Zoom, in some ways, is better than having a real meeting. Right, uh, my background doesn't 

matter too much, because this time is so different from what's been before. I was at Microsoft 

before Internet Freedom Day, and I remember Bill Gates saying, if there were two buttons under 

this desk, and one of them would blow up the Internet, I'd push it. And that was Bill's recognition 

of how disruptive the Internet was going to be. It blew up this whole great competition that was 

going to be between Exchange and Lotus Notes, and made us much less relevant than we all 

thought we were going to be. It taught us that information, not only technology but information, is 

distributed, that hierarchical organization of information, which we believed was everything, was 

not very important at all. [inaudible] links were much important than vertical links. That changed 

the way that organizations work, and organizations have become much less hierarchical, much 

more horizontal, and I think, in general, that's been a good thing,  

 

But, let's look at where we are now. Because I think we're in the middle of a discontinuity, an 

obviously unpleasant discontinuity. It's not a black hole, because we can still remember the past. 

And I think we can talk a little better about the future, but it is a discontinuity. And [inaudible] 

aside, I think this discontinuity's been building, There's been a breakdown in polity. There's been 

polarization, which I think is a bad thing, period. Whether you love Trump, or hate him, he's a 

symbol and a symptom of that polarization, but it predates him as well. So, we were starting to 

break along a lot of seams, or were rupturing in a lot of seams, even before COVID-19 bought it all 

into, sort of, a terrible focus. And our Internet, which has sometimes played a role in bringing 

people together, has also played a role in pushing people apart. 

 

We all remember when we were kids and there were first these newsnets and and online forums. 

And if you were a nerd you could be a SYSOP. And remember the flaming then. Well, that flaming 

that used to be between little boys pretty much, Esther, you're probably innocent of that, the use 

has expanded worldwide. We did that with the Internet. And that's not really a good thing. That 

tone doesn't scale very well. And that tone hasn't been helpful. But, the first thing that the 

discontinuity has taught me is humility. It was just less than a year or so ago where people were 

saying, well, we have to have a guaranteed minimum wage because, basically, we don't need all 
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those people who don't write programs, or do other kinds of engineering stuff. Well, who's the 

essential worker now? It is the person who flips the burgers, and hauls the trash, and stocks, the 

shelves. They're essential. I'm not sure, even if we couldn't all work from home, I'm not sure 

anybody miss us for a couple of months. But there are people that we found now are really very, 

very essential and hope... 

 

Esther Dyson   

You're on mute again. 

 

Tom Evslin   

Comes a much greater respect for what those people are doing. I remember people using terms 

like cyber serfs and cyber lords. Well, if it weren't for the cyber serfs, then we'd be very hungry 

right now. And so, this has I hope this has taught to see humility that'll help us going forward. We 

always knew how much we need the medical workers but we were we were pretty scornful of the 

other people, and that was wrong, and we've learnt. Second thing from inside the discontinuity I 

see is alarm . This virus happens to be a virus that people have. And that's been very disruptive. 

The Internet could have this virus too. Like society, it's become very globalized . its original design, 

brilliant design, was to be decentralized, but many of its resources have become more centralized. 

Fortunately, we're not having an Internet breakdown at the same time we're having so many other 

breakdowns, but I think we could.  

 

And I think that's something we have to think of going forward. I think we've lost the lesson that 

Vint Cerf taught us, decentralization, and we have to find other ways to decentralize the Internet. 

Now [inaudible] tightly woven into our logistics. And all of those it turns out, have been over 

optimized. One theory, reason the dinosaurs died easily, is they had adapted extremely well to the 

climate as it was exactly at the time they were there, and then it didn't take much of a change to 

push them over the [inaudible]. And we adapted too well, I think, in optimizing our supply lines to 

get the last bit of cost out of them, optimized at the expense of resiliency, optimized some at the 

expense of a [inaudible] 

 

Daniel Berninger   

Tom, we're losing you a little bit on the bandwidth, according to the platform. And so I'm gonna 

take a break and let Jeff Jarvis tell us about his life and, and we'll see if your bandwidth picks up a 

little bit, but it kind of is fitting for what you were just saying. So, we got the most of it. 

 

Tom Evslin   
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Yeah, and also...we haven't solved the problem of good Internet in rural areas and how important 

that is. 

 

Daniel Berninger   

You are making that example just to show us, as a demonstration. So Jeff Jarvis, you take your 

mute off and go ahead, and just kind of tell us about your life right now. And I assume obviously 

you didn't expect to be stuck in your home. But also just tell us a little about how you got here, 

and what you would like us to know going forward. 

 

Jeff Jarvis   

Thank you. I'm honored to be here. I was a last minute substitute. I'm not worthy of being here, 

but I'm delighted to be in this company that gave us the great Internet. I'm a professor at the Craig 

Newmark Graduate School of Journalism at City University of New York. I'm calling you from New 

Jersey about two miles from where Tom Evslin's office was when he turned off the clock on the 

Internet and made it explode. And I'm grateful to him to this day for having done that. And I'm 

grateful today for the Internet. You know, to imagine what we would be going through right now 

without the net, without being able to work, and teach, and order from home, without being able 

to connect with people as we're social distancing from them, is awe-inspiring, I think. And I think 

that we were going through a period of techlash. But I think the techlash right now is on hiatus, 

because people want to love the Internet again, they're even liking Facebook again, for a while at 

least. And I think we're seeing that the ability of the Internet now is, or the issue of the Internet is 

no longer primarily to try to tamp down disinformation, and bad guys, and Russian bots.  

 

Now the need we have is to amplify expertise. And I started a COVID Twitter list, which you can 

find at bit.ly/covidtwitterlist, with almost 600 epidemiologists and neurologists and infectious 

disease doctors. And it is phenomenal to watch them in their open information ecosystem of 

preprints and the Internet, to create an entirely new structure of peer review. Peer review has 

been around since Cicero, and been around since the 17th century science journals. But they've 

reinvented it, because they have new possibilities, because the Internet gave them the 

opportunity in this crisis to share information. 6000 papers I think, last I saw, written so far about 

COVID. And they can judge this.  

 

My biggest lesson, I think, of late has been, because I come here as a media guy, having been on 

newspapers and magazines, and now teaching journalism. So, I think we in media tend to see the 

world in our own image - godlike. And so, we think that there's a thing called media, and the 

Internet's inside. There's a there's a print bubble, and a broadcast bubble, and an Internet bubble. 

And I've come to see how completely wrong that is. That the Internet is not a subset of media. 
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Media are clearly a subset of the Internet, along with every other sector. And right now we're 

seeing those sectors being dragged into the black hole gravity of the Internet, with greater speed. 

Social was born in there. Communications is entirely in there. Finance is moving in there. 

Education is being dragged in there fast. Media is coming in there. Crime, government, and so on. 

And so, I think it's a misnomer in my world to teach and study media. We've got to teach and study 

the greater sub, the great the greater set, which is the Net that the folks here helped create. And I 

think, then, how do we look at this beast? What is it? How do I define it?  

 

I've come to see the Internet as a connection machine, connecting people with information, 

people with people, information with information, and machines with machines. And, in that, I call 

upon James Carey, who was a Columbia University professor who talked about society and 

democracy as conversation. And so, to me, the Internet is primarily conversation, and the society 

is conversation. And we are just figuring it out. So, the last thing I want to say is, is this, I have a 

very long term timeline in my view of this. I'm trying to write a book right now, and get any head 

around this, on the end of the Gutenberg age. If you go back to 1450, it took 150 years before the 

first newspaper was created in 1605. It took another two centuries before major technological 

innovations came along, in the form of the steel press, and stereotyping, and steam power. 

Advanced to the Telegraph and wood pulp paper. Advanced to broadcast starting in about  1900. 

Advanced to TV.  And then, advanced to today. Of course, what I left out of that sequence was the 

Internet. Only 25 years ago - which is to say, that it's now 1475 in Gutenberg years - and we still 

don't know what the Internet is yet. It is still young. We're still figuring out what it is. We're still 

seeing the future in the analog of the past. We haven't fully yet understood what the capabilities 

and possibilities of the Net are. And so, I'm too old to know how this is going to turn out. My 

students may even be too old. But, I think that one thing that this discontinuity, as Tom said, is 

going to force upon us is, the death of some industries, the death of some institutions, profound 

challenges of institutions and industries, and the opportunity to invent new things - to see new 

sprouts out of the ashes. 

 

Daniel Berninger   

Great, thanks. I think that's a good set up for James Lewis's experience. James, is at CSIS, and he's 

had a very exciting year. What Jeff is talking about is essentially the experience of human beings of 

the Internet over time. And, at the end of the day, whatever happens, the human beings are still 

here. So, we could be evacuated from all the public spaces, but we still end up in the private 

spaces. And, a lot of the excitement in the last year has been the reaction of nation states about 

the promise and potential of the Internet. And that's James's world. Jim, do you want to maybe 

even just set the moment, that sort of the optimistic sentiment of the commercial Internet, in 
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terms of somebody, I think some military people, said,   "Yeah, yeah. Go ahead, let it go 

commercial." 

 

James Lewis   

And that turned out to be a good thing. So, I thought what I'd do is just talk about maybe a couple 

trends that we saw 25 years ago and turned out to be good indicators. So, that's one thing we can 

do in this exercise, is look for those trends. So, when I started doing this, Europe had a tech 

industry, right? But they got their data rules wrong. And here we are. Um, if you look 25 years ago, 

a little less, the Chinese began building an architecture of surveillance. And at that point, I 

remember thinking, "Oh, that's cute." It's blossomed, right? So the architecture of surveillance is 

now spreading around the world. Somebody said, you probably all remember who, in 1999, "You 

have no privacy, get over it." And, at the time, I thought, "Oh, that's outrageous. Of course, I have 

privacy." Um, if I had privacy  then, I've got much less now. And I don't know if I care.  

 

So, one of the big changes is that the world has discovered the Internet,. And I have been working 

at the UN. We are on hold, and not surprisingly, but you've got a couple things that are indicators. 

You have the Secretary General create something called the High Level Panel, which was, you 

know, the typical -  the UN always does things as if it was Noah's Ark, so they get two of each 

flavor. The High Level Panel was interesting, because they came to some conclusions that, in some 

ways, I think were wrong. One of the conclusions says, "Well, this is a space that needs more 

governance, it needs more of a rule for the UN." We should probably talk about that before we 

move much further. I've been participating in something called the Open Ended Working Group 

on Information Security. And the fascinating thing there is that it's open to all member states, 

right? And, at the first meeting, 140 countries showed up. That's incredible. That almost never 

happens. And of those 140 countries, 80 of them spoke. And, when you saw people from Africa, 

and from Latin America, and from Asia, and from all over the world, being incredibly articulate 

about their concerns about the Internet, the world has discovered this thing, and they're 

beginning to try and wrestle with it. 

 

So, maybe we could say, what are some trends that we ought to be watching for? The first one, I'm 

going to call it the assertion of sovereignty. So, governments have discovered the Internet, 

countries have discovered the Internet. And they say, how do I protect the interest of my citizens 

in security, in data, in everything else? And there's a limit to what they can do, because of course, 

it's a global infrastructure. They're bound by economics. Sometimes people talk about the 

fragmenting of the Internet. I don't think that's going to happen because nobody wants to cut 

themselves off from what's essentially the wellspring of economic growth. We have a problem 

where we have a global infrastructure, but it's subject to national rules. And this is largely what 
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places like the UN, and some other foreigner rep forums are wrestling with, the IGF, for example, 

how do we create rules that make everyone happy? That's another process that we may not live to 

see the end of. It might accelerate, but you have this transborder technology. It's fabulous. 

Everyone loves it. But it makes people nervous.  

 

And that's one thing I've seen. I wouldn't say, 'We don't have any privacy, get over it.' I'd say 

privacy is being redefined. And the example I always use is like, for a while I was interviewing 

people in France, and you know, I'd say, What do you think of Google? And they'd say, "I hate ze 

Googel!", and I'd say, Okay, what search engine do you use? Well, you know the answer there - 

80% of them use Google. In fact, the European Union tried to create a alternative to Google as a 

search engine, I think it was called quero, or quiero, or something. The only way you can find it 

today is by googling it. Right? So there's a there's a lesson there we might want to reflect on.  

 

Getting to the point about Gutenberg. Gutenberg in some ways, and the movable type, created 

the first information revolution, and it led to really centuries of political turmoil. Hopefully, this 

time, we'll be a little quicker. But, the solution to the Gutenberg information revolution was 

representative democracy, elected Parliaments. And now we're in the second information 

revolution. So, I think part of what we're seeing here is a political effect from the Internet that I 

certainly didn't expect when we were doing this. It will be politics would be more direct, they'll be 

more immediate, they'll be less hierarchical. What citizens expect from their governments has 

changed because of the Internet. And we haven't quite figured out that 'Gutenbergian' solution.  

 

So, we're at the start of a global conversation that has many more participants than we saw 

involved 25 years ago.There are some shared values, some shared beliefs, but others that are in 

sharp contrast with each other. In some ways this is a debate, and one that will probably take 

years for us to work out. I think the Internet is at the center of this. And so, it's gone from being, 

you know when we all started it, maybe it was on your desktop, if you had a desktop, or it was on 

your mainframe. And you got access in some way. That was 25 years ago. And now it's become the 

central infrastructure for economics, for security, and for governance. And we're still wrestling 

with that. That I think is going to be the challenge of the next 25 years. So I'll stop there. Thanks. 

 

Daniel Berninger   

Great. And thank you. And yeah, I think, Jeff Jarvis, this Gutenberg might be an interesting place to 

start, in the sense that there does seem to be a lot of, maybe not history repeating exactly, but 

history rhyming or something. And so, I think the way forward maybe looking at how things have 

sort of evolved and going through cycles. Because, of course, human nature hasn't changed us, as 

far as I know, since Gutenberg, so we can kind of count on that as a constant. Andrew, you can 
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take your mic off mute. Now, you've approached the Internet as a mathematical curiosity in a 

number ways to draw, you know, ideas about how it behaves, and where it might go. So, how is 

your life right now in quarantine? And what would you tell people about your thoughts about 

lessons learned, and how we might proceed? 

 

Andrew Odlyzko   

Well, I'm conducting my life and doing my job fairly well, largely due to the existence of the 

Internet. So, I am a full time faculty member, and I managed to moderately successfully transition 

to online education. It's not as effective as in person, but it still sort of works. And this would not 

have been possible 10 years ago, probably not even five years ago, definitely not 20 years ago. So, 

for a certain fraction of the population, growing fraction, people involved in this kind of work with 

ideas, thoughts, and so on, this is a wonderful new world where we can live and work, even 

though the physical environment outside is hostile - full of those viruses that might kill us, you've 

got, they've managed to penetrate, you know, through our worlds. So yes, things of that nature 

have changed in that sense, and this I view as part of the general evolution of human society. 25 

years ago was the birthday on the Internet. If you would so characterize it. I was still doing mostly 

strictly technical work in cryptography, algorithms, and other things at Bell Labs. And I could say, I 

was certainly using networking, I was using the Internet. But our top level management at AT&T 

was telling us, 'well, this is a cover, a toy for academics and maybe for people who are dabbling in, 

you know, pornography, and other kinds of things. The real data networking technology is the one 

that we're working on, ATM, and so on.' Well, that obviously did not come true.  

 

But, in some sense, it actually was -- thinking about this, because practically everybody knew at 

that time that data networking was going to be much more significant, was going to bring out 

information society. We can certainly see it in the writings of people like Vannevar Bush, about, 

you know, 70 or 80 years ago, and of course, Licklider and others in the '60s. In general, 

technology, information technology was developing. The issue was how was it going to be 

arranged. And the Internet just happened to be, as somebody kind of described it, kind of a lab 

experiment that escaped, and took over like the coronavirus, kind of spread all over the world, 

often in spite of the actions of various authorities, such as my top level bosses of 25 years ago, 

who just thought it as being subversive, and not offering all those nice controlled environments 

that they could manage for their own benefit, as well as that of the world.  

 

So, in some sense, the fact that it's the Internet that we relying upon, is sort of an accident. Had 

ARPA not funded the development of the ARPANET and so on, had the telcos managed to win, and 

have ATM become the dominant networking technology, my guess is that things would have 

developed fairly similarly. Slowly, much more slowly.  Again, it would have been much more 
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resistance, much less opportunity for spontaneous action from various people. There'd be much 

more control. But, still, simply because technology was developing, society was getting more 

complicated, more interconnected, there was going to be greater flow of information. And we 

observe with this is what brought around Gutenberg. Gutenberg did not just come totally out of 

the blue. There was a growing volume of information being produced in 13th, 14th, 15th century, 

and there was a need, and there were actually other competitors to Gutenberg who were working 

on other methods. It was just that Gutenberg happened to be the first one to come out with 

practical technique.  

 

And then, afterwards, subsequent centuries, other technologies came up. And so, we are where 

we are right now. Again, we have to be thankful to all those pioneers, who worked so hard to 

develop these things. But, again, it's part of a general stream. Now, of course, what's going to 

happen in the future? Well,  as several of the folks already mentioned. There are these conflicting 

tendencies. Lots of people who are very kind of upset about these developments. Various 

governments would like to have more control. Various organizations would like to have much 

more control. We certainly see it in, well, China's pushing development of a new replacement for 

the Internet, Huawei and so on is participating in it. But, some of those changes are already taking 

place, you can observe it with the development of the greater control by the platform companies. 

Now Google, Amazon, Microsoft, and so on, who are kind of developing their platforms, they are 

building out their data centers close to the edges, they are relegating the ISPs, the telcos, to a 

subsidiary role, just bit carriers. And, again, how it's going to be developed, it's very hard to tell, 

but it's pretty clear that yes, this is a new kind of infrastructure.  

 

We are moving towards a new world where information matters much more, which, of course, 

means that these things about post-truth world are going to become much more prominent. Kind 

of deep fakes, and everything else, they are becoming so much easier to produce. We're moving 

further away from contact with our real world, and so on, that people can now let their 

imaginations roam, and they can engage also in developing things that are going to manipulate 

the perceptions of other people, and create diverse political, and other movements. So, it'll be 

fascinating to watch. It's very hard to predict. I think, who was it, Jack or Tom mentioned,  that 

might be, even for students, might not be, might be too old to see the future, will simply have to 

create the future, and, hopefully, we'll live to see how it develops. 

 

Daniel Berninger   

Thank you, Andrew. And Gary, you could take your mic off mute. And I think one thread that we 

can just hold on to is that human nature doesn't change, but technology is constantly changing, 

and constantly unfolding. So, there really isn't, and can't be, a status quo - a defendable status quo 
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- even if it may seem like it at a given moment. And Gary, you have probably the broadest span of 

a view of technology and what companies are trying to do, of anyone, and so what's on your list of 

advice for people and your sense of what's next? 

 

Gary Shapiro   

Well, I head the Consumer Technology Association, which has had different names, but we're best 

known for producing the CES, which is a big event in Las Vegas every January. We represent over 

2000 technology companies, and when I started out in 1979, as a student working for a consultant 

to the organization, we had just a handful of companies making TV sets, and radios, and 

phonographs. So yeah, I've seen a lot change since I joined the organization after being their 

outside lawyer for a while.  

 

But, in terms of what I see as the Internet. To me, in the span of human history, it's one of the 

great tools that have ever been invented. We didn't invent fire, but probably that's among the first 

that we managed to figure out what to do with, whether it's fire, or the hammer, or the wheel, or 

the printing press, or radio, or television, or cars, or planes, these are all things which are just 

tools. And when I hear the discussion going on, as I'm often talking to governments about how we 

have to do this to it, and this to it, it's bad or it's good. It's not really bad or good. Tools are not bad 

or good. They're a vehicle to do something else. And the frustration I have sometimes is the 

attempt to regulate the tool rather than regulate the user of the tool. Certain things are good., 

they're good for society. But certain things are obviously bad for society. You can think of the 

hammer. I mean, there's not a lot of regulation around hammers, because, you know, they make 

houses, but they also can be used to kill and hurt people. And that's just a fact. Or you look at fire - 

fire's obviously good - it allowed us to live longer, to eat, to preserve food, to stay warm, all these 

great things, but also destroys things if it's used improperly. And those are things we're still 

dealing with today. And you come up with things like fire codes, and how you use, how you build 

things. But you don't say that fire itself is illegal, accepting certain areas where safety is more 

significant. So, when we look at all these things - and I would put in that, you know, given the time 

is not only you know - one of the great inventions was indoor plumbing and the toilet. And now 

after the last tough couple months, I would also say toilet paper is up there as a great invention 

too, because I went through 10 stores to try to find some a few weeks ago.  

 

But what has it done, the Internet? Well, it's created a phenomenal amount of wealth, and it's 

changed the world. So, the poorest person, or the some of the poorest people, I shouldn't say, still 

really poor people, don't have access to the Internet... but I'd say at this point most of the earth 

does, most of the people. And that's allowed them to access information, and entertainment, 

education, in a way the only wealthy people maybe did a few years ago, but nobody did like 25, 30 
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years ago. So that's a huge change in one generation. And what the Internet has given us is an 

equalization in a sense of access around the world, and that's produced businesses, it's produced 

the ability to get market prices, its ability to connect us to learn - to do all sorts of things.  

 

And we're still at the infancy. I think, 25 years is probably good, but we're talking about the 

lifespan of not just of humans but of the world history, and we have so much further to go, which 

is why I think  what we do, and what we focus on, is really important. So, my group actually 

focuses on innovation as something that's extremely important for the betterment of human 

beings. And when you see the suffering around the world, when you see whether basic things like 

food access, water, clean water, clean air, things like that, that just not considered a fundamental 

human right, and you realize that information and knowledge that could be spread through the 

Internet could solve these things, it's really important. You look at healthcare,I mean, this is 

something where the Internet combined with AI, and sensing devices, is going to do remarkably 

well in solving fundamental human problems.  

 

But the thing about the Internet is you have to have access to it. You have to make it secure so can 

it can be used I remember the beginning of the Internet, we had this great debate between the 

existing distribution network and the new Internet, the Amazons of the world, should there be an 

Internet sales tax which became very vocal at the time, and we were against an Internet sales tax. 

We said this is a new technology. We always favor the new thing, we favor innovation, just as a 

fundamental organizational prerequisite. But that was a big battle , and we came down in favor 

against Internet sales tax. But eventually when there was equalization, there was issues, and 

governments running out of money, we switched.  

 

The other one we're kind of engaged in now that I think is still relevant to debate is what kind of 

freedom you have on the Internet. You know, the ability to protect speech on the Internet, and not 

hold the provider of a service responsible, the so called section 230 protection, has really come 

into fire for competitive purposes. Those that are not in companies, and this is what the tech 

industry is doing to itself, it's firing itself. People claiming, you know, they're raising concerns 

about child pornography and sexual trafficking, which all the facts indicate are not that relevant to 

this discussion. And it's become a competitive issue with those that are not part of providing 

information, and a service with content where others post information, is something where 

they're saying we have to regulate this, Congress do it. And it's a big subterfuge being fought 

between a whole bunch of well meaning people and some very sophisticated lobbyists and 

companies that are trying to hijack 230.  
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So, what we've tried to do is just to reward good behavior, and recognize it and call it out, and go 

the other way as well. So, we started measuring states on how innovation friendly they are, and 

one of the criteria we use was what kind of broadband speeds you have, how welcome you are to 

new business models. Most of them are based on the Internet, whether it was things like Airbnb, 

or Lyft, and Uber, other services like that. And then there's other technologies we're engaged with, 

robotics, artificial intelligence, drones, self driving cars, all new technologies which are, in a sense, 

use the backbone of the Internet, in large part, to work, but tmany other good things have to 

happen.  

 

But the other thing we do is, we started looking at the rest of the world and we started trying to 

find out what's going on in the world and how they're treating the Internet. And what we looked at 

was we issued something which ended up being a little controversial, but we tried to be 

transparent. So this is what we're doing. If you don't like this next version, maybe we'll change this 

- tell us. And we started ranking the countries in the world by how innovation friendly they are. 

And one of the things we looked at was not only broadband speeds and cost, but we also looked 

at whether you allow freedoms. And we defined freedoms as the freedoms of the Western world, 

which which is who we are. Do you have the freedom to speak your mind, do you have the 

freedom to challenge your government? Do you have the freedom to marry, you have the 

freedom to be free of discrimination based on physical characteristics? Do you have the freedom 

to marry? But another one we added to that was do you have the freedom to access the Internet? 

And to me, that's one of the defining things between a good country and a country that's scared of 

its own citizens, if you will. And obviously, China has tried to build a great wall around the Internet. 

They've tried to build a great wall around cloud structures, and they they're doing something 

because someone mentioned privacy.  

 

And, you know, the next big battleground, which is connected to the Internet, though, is an 

artificial intelligence, obviously we've talked, it's just not about connecting people, it's connecting 

people and things, and things with things. And artificial intelligence is a big part of that. And part 

of the growth in artificial intelligence and Internet of Things has to do with the fact that, you know, 

we're selling billions of phones, they have sensing devices in them that cost them nothing. And 

smart people are creating clever ideas to put them together. But what we see now is we see three 

different worlds emerging. And to me, it's a battle for artificial intelligence and who is going to - 

and it is a battle - I know some people think it's not and we're all one happy world. But there is, 

because there's a values battle, it's part of it.  

 

Then you have China which doesn't allow their citizens to access Internet. It's very difficult to get -- 

I mean, every year I go, there's more and more difficult to get outside new services. Look what 
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happened with the COVID virus and why it spread. You could directly attribute it to, you know, 

basically stopping a doctor an ophthalmologist from talking about it on social media. He was 

pulled aside. He was said, "You can't do this in social media." China's gone to social media 

rankings now, where everyone, by the end of next year, they say, will be ranked based on their 

whether they're a good corporate citizen - mostly based on their social media, what they post who 

they talk to, when they post to lower people - that will determine where they are in dating sites, 

whether they're allowed to travel, what kind of hotel room they get, what kind of job they're 

eligible for. And China has done one way with freedoms. And they you could argue that at least 

until recently that they've done a good job because the most of their 1.4 billion people are eating, 

how they've advanced with technology.  

 

But now you see the downside of that type of top down hierarchy. Shutting down the Internet is - 

you've unleashed a virus on the world. And it could have been stopped in a more transparent 

society. Could have been stopped earlier. But China in terms of artificial intelligence has no real 

privacy. They have access to datasets and I've talked to a whole bunch of medical school and 

doctor people in the last few years about it. They're doing things with the data sets in the millions 

about people. And we're struggling to get a few hundred people into a test, and we have all these 

things, going back to HIPAA, going back to our concepts of privacy. So China has great data sets, 

great privacy, focused on artificial intelligence, using the IInternet. And then there's Europe, which 

goes exactly the opposite way, until recently, because of the virus. It's all been about privacy. 

Nothing about innovation. There's not a lot of innovations come from China. Not a lot in the 

Internet name and Internet company in China. I mean, you could come up with a couple that have 

maybe moved here - music service or two. But they're really -- they moved to the United States. 

And why is that? Well, then the US has a different view. And that is, all these freedoms we talk 

about, and a more reasonable view on privacy, where there's a trade off between privacy, and 

health and safety. We're seeing that now being debated in the contact tracing and things like that, 

which, obviously China is much better at than we have been, or as Europe has been. But those are 

the battles that are being fought out.  

 

We have these innovation scorecards and we're scoring different countries. We're trying to make 

sure that we have the opportunity in coming to innovation across borders, using the Internet. And 

the next big thing, I think, what's the opportunity here that we really have to focus on going 

forward? And nothing is clear. Even with my own staff. We're all working at home. We have 200 

employees.  

 

But there are Internet haves and have nots. Ironically, one of my top people is in Georgetown in 

Washington, DC. , and he basically has to use a telephone. And you can get a little scratchy picture 
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of his video, because he's an Internet have not, living in one of the wealthiest places in 

Washington. And one of our employees lives in a rural area in Virginia. We could barely see him. 

He's using satellite Internet. There are Internet haves and have nots. I gave two examples of 

people which are obviously not poor. But we know around the world, in our own country, there's 

definitely people. And this is putting it forth, because we see kids in school that need access. Now 

they know that, and they don't have it. We see it with medicine now. We've shifted more 

dramatically than ever to telemedicine. And we're seeing that some people can benefit from it and 

some people can't. Obviously that's not good for all doctors. Teledoc and other services have just 

jumped out of nowhere. And we're seeing telework. So it certainly depends where you live, 

whether you're a good teleworker or not. We're seeing it in certainly major shifts in education at 

the university level.  

 

We're going to see shifts in society as people move forward. And this has become a habit of 

working remotely, learning remotely, are being taken care of healthy remotely. And what do we 

need to make that happen to make that next big shift? Well, obviously, I don't want to beat it to 

death, but it's 5G. We're filing comments, I believe, 

 

Daniel Berninger   

Gary, I'm gonna let Esther fill out the innovation points. But we can follow up. Did you have a 

closing thought? 

 

Gary Shapiro   

Yeah, 5G. And there's a technology we're supporting at the FCC within a week - focus on 

Microsoft's proposal to use Whitespaces. So you can get that signal out there. So you can get full 

bandwidth. So we could solve some of the problems we've had of fading people on zoom calls and 

kids that can't get the education over broadband that they need. 

 

Daniel Berninger   

Excellent. And while you mentioned at the beginning innovation, and I think, in your journey since 

1979, that has been a theme. Innovation i think is also Esther Dyson,'s middle name. And she, 

from another direction, in terms of starting companies, and focusing on healthcare. These days, I 

don't know if you, Esther, I mean, you've maybe had several careers of doing, you know, different 

aspects around the Internet. Maybe even have devices now that should be at Consumer 

Electronics Show. But go ahead and just give us your perspective on where we are. 

 

Esther Dyson   
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Okay, and I'll try and be brief because I really would love to have some back and forth 

conversation. I got started in this thing as first the journalist asking questions, then somebody 

who had a conference about the industry, and got involved in a whole lot of things. I was the 

founding chairman of ICANN, which is having some little challenges now with ISOC and .org and so 

forth.  

 

But the two things I'd like to talk about. One, I wrote a book just a few years before this, I think it 

was 1996 or something. And I was kind of hopeful that people would get educated and 

understand the issues around privacy, and so forth. And honestly, I was really disappointed. You 

know, nobody ever noticed anything. And then, you know, finally it all blew up with Facebook a 

few years ago. But, to the extent the Internet has problems, it's just the medium. The problem is 

the people, and it's an amazing technology, but it hasn't really solved any of the world's great 

problems. It's in a sense, somebody mentioned it, but it's, you know, it's created a world that is 

more and more friction free. And, when you have no friction, and no inertia, things become more 

and more volatile, as we're seeing right now in the stock market, and in so many other places. The 

difference between rich and poor was, it was much, it was severe, but it was different when the 

rich and the poor fundamentally had to live together. Now, people are neatly put away, (coughs) 

sorry, whether it's in different countries or in different parts of town, or different parts of the 

country, there's even as, you know, there's a sort of global elite that thinks it's totally connected 

over the Internet. And then are all these people stuck in place, who have, we have [inaudible] on 

the Internet and in business, and I would say that the world has helped it. All these people have 

pre existing conditions, they're diabetic and have coughs. Hold on.  

 

 (coughs)  

 

They're diabetic and they have other kinds of diseases that make them far more vulnerable to 

Coronavirus. And in a sense, there's some kind of information debt, which makes people much 

more vulnerable to information because they're cynical, and don't trust anybody. And so we're, 

we've got this world that's moving ever faster. no friction, you could call that government control 

or, you know, civil society or whatever, but it's, it's, it's hard to see what's going to happen. And my 

hope is, to some extent, that this Coronavirus thing ends up being a bit of a difference corruptive 

reset, and makes people start to think a little more about how they build the fundamental 

infrastructure of public education and health, and a society that doesn't cram 20 people into a 

boarding house so that they all get sick.  

 

The other point I wanted to make was one that just actually came to me as I was listening. Another 

part of what I wrote about was the attention economy. You know, this notion of you're trying to 
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get people's attention, ultimately, in order to sell them something. And, you know, I kept thinking, 

well, attention right now is interestingly being dispersed because there's probably 29 different 

zoom calls you could, each of us, could be on right now. And it's driving me crazy.  

 

But, anyway, just as we've got this derivatives financial market where people trade more financial 

instruments than there actually is economic activity. And so you've created this kind of 

superstructure -- tt also happened in real estate -- that comes crashing down when somebody 

pulls the plug on the balloon. I think we've, you know, we actually are selling more attention. We're 

creating more influencers and more people going on zoom calls, giving their talks and getting 

attention, than the fundamental economic activity that they're supposed to be supporting is 

actually going to support. And I don't know what happens there. But I think, you know, we've got a 

bubble in attention right now, just as we might have a bubble in financial instruments. And that's a 

an inherently Internet based bubble. It's not just the stock market bubble, but this bubble and all 

these influencers influencing all these people. But they're not actually able to spend as much 

money as the influencers are making, influencing them. 

 

 

Okay, thank you. And, and I'm gonna, and Tom we'll move to you next. Just to sort of bring us out 

on a topic that you hinted at that Esther is picking up on as well. And Gary mentioned about toilet 

paper. Just a quick story about the toilet paper. Apparently, there's two supply chains for toilet 

paper. And there really wasn't hoarding. The problem was that the consumer supply chain was 

meant for you to be at work. And when you were at home all the time, they didn't have enough for 

you to be going to the bathroom at home all the time. And so, Tom, you and the two chains 

apparently are so separate and so refined, that they couldn't, you know, these big gigantic rolls of 

toilet paper you have in a commercial context didn't work at home. And Tom go ahead off your 

mute and just talk to us a little about your concern about the fragility of supply chains - that we've 

actually used the Internet to thin out and make more efficient. But one of the problems of having 

a super efficient supply chain is you're making them more vulnerable. 

 

 

Yeah, I think that in a way the Internet as it's matured, is a victim of its own success. Back years 

ago -when we fought the UN to bring down the price of telephone calls from $1.50 a minute to 

China to a penny a minute or less - we were exhibiting how fragile that infrastructure that had 

been put together at in an oligarchic sense really was. Because the Internet let us get to some key 

leverage points, and sort of bypass the toll booths - down went the balloon. But as the Internet 

has grown, as the Internet has become successful, then powerful entities have grown on the 

Internet as well. It was, we were good guys not ?  because we were really good guys, but because 
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we were all little guys. But now some of us aren't little guys anymore. And it's human nature to 

want to hold on to power when you have power. And so I think that we're right for being 

disrupted. And I mean, in a positive way. Certainly not disrupted by regulation. I think it's a terrible 

and a dangerous trend on toward censoring the Internet, even though there are obviously some 

bad things that happen without censorship. I, I agree with a lot that Jeff writes. But I think one 

speculation about what this upset may be. The Internet enabled the kind of globalization that 

wasn't there before - the cheap telephone calls are just one symptom of that - but almost 

frictionless - as Esther was saying - communication everywhere in the world. And so we did enable 

some good things about globalization and transcending locality. Now I think it's time for the 

Internet - and I think it's really going to happen - to strengthen locality. You know, if only one 

person in each town was on the Internet, then, of course, the Internet would use for global 

purposes. But with everybody on it, we're seeing - and I, Jeff, you've written about this some or 

um? - that local media, for example, is springing up in enormous importance. Here in Vermont, 

during the COVID crisis, people spending more time on local media, local media, which is mainly 

nonprofit, was afraid their donations would dry up. Instead, they increased, because people were -

- so needed this local media. But this was all Internet based local media. This wasn't the printing 

press that was saved. The [inaudible] press is almost silent 

 

Daniel Berninger 

Tom, I'm gonna take us through a lightning round at this point. Talking, essentially -- it's just 

everybody sort of some final words about the supply chain and how it's affected. Jeff Jarvis, 

essentially, the news supply chain was disrupted. 

 

Jeff Jarvis   

And so we kind of need to figure out another new supply chain. What do you think about that in 

terms of your world? The house was on fire. Corona just threw gas on it. I think that the problem is 

that we brought the old mass media business model into the Internet and the mass media, and 

what the Internet really kills is the idea of the mass. It was always an insult. It was always wrong. 

We've always been individuals. And so the news infrastructure was set up on an attention 

marketplace, which leads us to cats and Kardashians. And a subscription marketplace, which takes 

us back to the handwritten expensive newsletters before newspapers. And we haven't rebuilt and 

rethought the business models fundamentally.  

 

I think that where we go - Tom is right - I love local but I was very wrong that I thought hyperlocal 

blogs would be a building block for the future. I was  dreaming. But I do think that there are 

mechanisms wherein we can enable communities to share what they know. That's what the 

Internet is built to do. 
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Daniel Berninger   

James Lewis, you could take your mic off mute. So, your global perspective, but maybe what you're 

seeing is sort of the assertion of local perspectives, even down to the individual. So I get, I 

presume, this experiment with surveillance that China's going after, I think - Gary talked about - 

that there is some optimism about the people in control. That they can control individual humans. 

So do you think this sort of localism question is in play? 

 

James Lewis   

No, I think that you can have both trends going on at the same time. And that's what we're seeing 

is, people love global connectivity. You know, they love seeing what other people are up to. But 

there's also been an increased value placed on national activities, national culture. And so, in 

some ways you've got the two things going on simultaneously. Not necessarily, not usually, in the 

same people. But, we're kind of -- it's not so much a race as it is, you know, which channel are you 

in? Are you in, when you look at India, for example, maybe a better story to look at -- globally 

connected, very aware, but also very, very proud of their traditions and thinking of ways to protect 

it. So, you've got this tension here, and it's not necessarily bad. But I think local is accompanied by 

- maybe not the way when, when you know, when Esther was chair of, ICANN -- we thought there 

would be this one global society. That might be not so much going away, but now being 

accompanied by a greater assertion of  the local identity. So, it's both at the same time, which 

makes it a little more confusing. 

 

Daniel Berninger   

Yes. And, Andrew, you and I have talked in the past about the Internet being shaped with network 

effects. That it's pretty hard to find, you know, resistance to network effects, and creating a 

Facebook or a Twitter. How do you see, sort of, the effects on, you know, economies of scale that 

are accomplished in supply chains? I mean, do you see some different forces in play there? 

 

Andrew Odlyzko   

Oh, absolutely. While, again, the conflicting ones, it's not clear what's going to work out. Just look 

what's happening today. The economy's kind of in the deep recession, if not in a depression. 

Companies that are doing pretty well are the big platform companies - Amazon primarily, but also, 

to an extent, Microsoft and Google, and so on. There are huge network effects. And so yes, people 

are talking about how we need to bring in more locality, and, of course, locality has always 

mattered. The death of distance of world, world is flat, was always an illusion. But still, there are 

these economic and technological forces, which are a kind of very powerful influence in our world 

towards maintaining global connectivity and exploiting network effects. Absolutely. And precisely 
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how it's going to work out, it's hard to tell because, as I think several panelists mentioned, 

technology is there, but how society uses it - that's hard to predict. 

 

Daniel Berninger   

Right? And so, Gary, I'm going to get your last thoughts. And so, as you observed how the 

consumer electronics ecosystem proceeds -- I mean, you've seen things bubble up from 

innovation, and the innovation doesn't necessarily come from the economy of scale players. And I 

guess you're saying to us that as long as you protect innovation that process will continue. 

 

Gary Shapiro   

Right. I think it comes from everyone. And we've always taken that position. That this, the smallest 

company where someone has a good idea that has to be exposed. Like there's a -- frankly, a crazy 

idea now by a Senator and a Congressman,  they want to stop all acquisitions by the big 

companies. Well, who's that going to hurt? Is it going to hurt the big companies or is going to hurt 

the small companies and choke off investment? I mean it's those type of things don't make sense. 

Look, big companies have their role, small companies have their role.  

 

I, obviously, I'm Switzerland, but I believe it too, that big companies have the resources to do the 

really really big things and make the investments. But we got to keep the investment flow going to 

the economy. So, a smaller place to start something -- the Internet -- I think I'm a little more 

optimistic than Esther -- is I think -- that I think we have solved some major world problems with 

the Internet. And when I look at what we're doing, and where we're going, I'm really bullish on it. I 

just don't want to screw it up. And the way we could screw it up is to over regulate, dampen the 

innovative spirit, choke off investment, and make some bad moves, where all of a sudden Internet 

companies are liable for things they shouldn't be liable for. 

 

Daniel Berninger   

Thanks. And Esther we’ll give you the last word. We have two minutes.  

 

Esther Dyson   

Yeah.  

 

Daniel Berninger   

But again, you, you've seen different Internet's, right? I mean, over your career, you saw the 

Internet when it had, what a million people on it or something?  

 

Esther Dyson   
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I saw it before it existed.  

 

Daniel Berninger   

So, you must have seen all kinds of things play out. I mean, what, what's your sense about? I 

mean, are you, well anyway, that eventually things will change for the better.  

 

Esther Dyson   

Yeah. I don't want to answer a specific question. I want to go back to what Jeff Jarvis said. Because 

I do think, I mean, fundamentally, the Internet is about information, whether it's business, it's 

structured, unstructured, people talking, people talking to lots of people, lovers talking one by 

one, and maybe being listened to by the Chinese censors. But anyway, the thing we're missing is 

basically this, this whole supply chain integrity thing. And, you know, where's the information 

coming from? People are starting to ask where's my food coming from? Where, you know, who 

made this dress? Was child labor involved? And this whole notion that, I mean, the biggest thing 

the Internet companies have done is completely ignore the responsibility they have to guarantee 

the integrity of what it is they're serving. When I go to a fashion retail store and they have some 

little nook where they're selling some branded jeans, I'm expecting them to understand who that 

vendor is that's selling the branded jeans. And when I go in the Internet, I get ads from all these 

suspicious people, and I get news that comes from sources that haven't been -- you know, there 

are limits -- but at the same time, I think the Internet platforms do have the obligation to the 

public to check the integrity of their supply chains. 

 

Daniel Berninger   

Thank you very much. And I like to thank my speakers and the Internet Society of DC for hosting 

our webcast. And Joly, Joly MacFie for doing the technical connecting the dots.  

 

Esther Dyson   

Thank you.  

 


